in the street and ask, ‘Steve, 

what is the Next Big Thing in 
software?’ If I knew I certainly 
wouldn’t tell. As it happens, along 
with everyone else, I don’t know. 
Unlike a lot of other folk, I’m far from 
convinced that there will ever be a 
Next Big Thing in software applica- 
tions on personal computers. 

The current furore over operating 
systems and graphical environments 
has drawn attention away from ven- 
dors’ failure to come up with a new 
killer application — the one that is 
going to make a new sort of PC 
essential. In fact, that very furore 
ought to be illuminating the argu- 
ment. Despite the fact that every 
application now seems to demand an 
order of magnitude more machine 
resource than it used to, I think we’re 
seeing the death throes of 
Applications For Real Men. 

It’s an old observation that tech- 
nologies tend to reach perfection in 
the very act of being superseded. 
Entrenched interests pull out all the 
stops, invest all the money made dur- 
ing their heyday, and go down 
fighting. It rarely does any good. You 
can’t stop an idea whose time has 
come and equally there is no point in 
trying to hang on to one whose time 
is past. The era of the specialist 
dinosaur application is fading out, 
along with the single tasking operat- 
ing system. 


- very day strangers approach me 


FURRY LITTLE ITEMS 

We are now entering the era of gerbil 
software and it’s no coincidence that 
Windows, a mouse driven environ- 
ment, has provided its first habitat. 
What we have here is evolution in 
action. Gerbil software consists of 
highly adaptable, furry little items that 
can fit into any computer niche. In 
fact it’s usually so small and cute that 
you invite it in. 

Gerbil software will eliminate the 
dinosaurs by being faster to adapt as 
well as cheaper to buy and feed. It’s 
the multi-tasking that does it. People 
like having all their tools strewn 
around so that they can pick them up 
whenever they need them. 

Gerbil software hangs around until 
required. It doesn’t make a mess. It 
doesn’t hog things. So we think of it 
as cute, like some kind of pet. We 
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around until required. It 
doesn’t make a mess. It 
doesn’t hog things. So 
we think of it as cute, 
like some kind of 
pet...We fail to notice 
that it’s breeding.’ 


recommend the latest example of it to 
all our friends. We fail to notice that 
it’s breeding. 

Software vendors are beginning to 
notice though. It’s already becoming 
clear to them that only a few compa- 
nies are going to be able to win big — 
and they will be called Microsoft, 
Borland or Computer Associates. This 
leaves everyone else with only one 
option: win smail. 

If you want to win and carry on 
winning then winning small is much 
easier to sustain. It can be so unob- 
trusive that others fail to spot that you 
are winning. Ask J Sainsbury. A 
penny on a tin of beans is a very 
small win indeed, but repeat it hun- 
dreds of times a second and you’re 
soon getting Christmas cards from 
your bank manager. 

Ratty software is the computer 
equivalent of tinned beans. In its 
purest form you buy something 
cheap, that you could live without, 
but that makes life a little more con- 
venient, and that you will want to 
buy repeatedly once you’ve started. 

There are variations on this theme. 
You could make software a fashion 
statement — ‘hey man, you still run- 
ning last month’s spreadsheet — that’s 
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sad’, though that’s a harder trick to 
pull off. Anyway, it’s early days yet. 
Gerbil software is only beginning to 
explore the possibilities. 

Screen savers, the archetypal 
pointless piece of software, were 
almost unheard of under DOS, yet 
have bred unrestrained in the wide 
open spaces of Windows. Do people 
use them to save their screens, (adopt 
John Wayne type drawl here) do 
they, heck. 

No, PC users sit-and play with 
them as an alternative to being pro- 
ductive. When they’re bored with all 
the colourful options they buy more 
screens. So great is the demand that 
competitions are held to find new 
ones. Mark my words, there will be 
Arts Council grants for the designers 
of promising new screen savers 
before breakfast. 


TINNED BEANS 

Personal organisers are another good 
example. Only in a multi-tasking 
environment would any sane person 
run an organiser on a PC. There are 
several excellent ones to choose from 
and they’re selling like tinned beans. 

If you can’t already buy an add-on 
guide to London restaurants to slot 
into your PC organiser you will be 
able to do so soon — probably with 
optional reviews by Auberon Waugh. 
How much is a three monthly update 
worth? How much are anti-virus soft- 
ware updates worth? 

Multitasking makes the gerbil soft- 
ware concept especially attractive. 
You don’t need an application you 
can’t lift in one hand. You need text 
input, formatting, printing, graphics, 
tables, calculation and so on. All can 
be mixed and matched — furry friend 
with furry friend. You eliminate one 
15 Mbyte dinosaur and you make 
room — on disk and in memory — for 
a whole colony of gerbils. 

The only problem that I can see 
with the gerbil scenario is the curious 
desire of PC users to be seen as 
hanging grimly by the fingertips to 
the white hot leading edge of tech- 
nology. If you view yourself this way 
you might be put off by associations 
with teddy furs, childhood pets or 
even biology. As alternatives I freely 
offer, software ‘modules’, ‘agents’ or 
even the completely anonymous and 
sanitary ‘objects’ for consideration. @ 
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Magic From Time 


Time and Amstrad are offering you truly amazing deals which no other suppliers 
== can match. Two great PC bundles which must rank as the “best buys” of 1992. 
™) Please take a closer look. 


New 386sx Family Pack £683 
’ Amstrad 4386sx small footprint system * Keyboard and Mouse 


Fast 386sx-20 processor * MSDOS and Windows 3 Software . is 
64K high speed cache * Amstrad Manager Software with easy £827.20 ine. delivery & VAT 
* Ample 4Mb RAM exp. to 16Mb to use write wordprocessor, cardfile, 
* Large 80Mb hard disk calendar, clock & calculator 
© 1.44Mb floppy disk drive * Microsoft Excel — special Amstrad version 
* 10" Very High Resolution Trinitron Colour ° Ad-Lib compatible sound card 
Screen (Sony tube) * 2 Speakers, Joystick and 3 Games 


New 386sx 
Version 


New 386sx Business Pack 2 
INCLUDES AMSTRAD 386SX 
FAMILY PACK AS SHOWN ABOVE 
Plus all of the following:— 
° Framework XE Integrated alae PLUS SE. 
Package (RRP £1285). Includes programs : ’ : : 


for graphics, database filing, forecasting, i i 

wor processing and muctinos ® — £1073.95ine, delivery & VAT 
* Ashton Tate dBase III Plus SE is the world’s most popular filing 

system. Ideal for all your information storage requirements (RRP 

% £395) 
‘oe * Panasonic KXP 1123 24 pin printer (RRP £265). 

The UK's best selling 24 pin printer! Ready to use with necessary cables. 
* Configuration with installation of business:software only £39 extra. 


Family Pack Plus £749 


Family Pack and 8 more great leisure titles. 


Business Pack Plus £969 


Business Pack 2 and 8 more great leisure titles. 


World Wing Commander D/Generation Chessmaster 2000 Mavis Beacon Life & Death 
The most superb Atlas The best selling Graphics action Boy 2 The world’s best Teaches Typing Investigate and treat 
role-playing graphics Simply the best for 3D space flight adventure with The ultimate in graphics The world’s finest your patients and see 
adventure ever made. educational use. simulator. virtual reality Arcade action chess game. typing tutorial the results. 


—— 
@& 0254 682 343 @times= 
| Devonport Road 
; ; | 0 Blackburn 
a Corporate Customers Call 0254 696 060 == _ Computer Systems Ltd. Lancs. BB2 1EJ 
3 a Please ask for sales 


Sales lines open till 7pm. Courier Delivery: PC's £15. Visa/Access, Government, Educational and Corporate orders welcome. Leasing terms available. All prices exclude Delivery and VAT 


(17.5%). Prices and specs subject to change and subject to conditions of sale copies of which are available on request. All trademarks acknowledged. Collections are strictly by appointment 
only. E&OE 


